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Professional Learning Package: 
Implementing Unit Starters

Professional 
Learning Package

PL Package:

Implementing Unit 
Starters

Module 1: 
Preparing to 

Implement Unit 
Starters

Module 2: Refining 
Instruction with 
Unit Starters

PL Package Organization

Professional 
Learning Package

PL Package Organization

Module 1
4 Total Sessions

Learning 
Session 1

105 min

Part A
60 min

Part B
40 min

Learning 
Session 2

50 min
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Professional 
Learning Package

 What is a Unit Starter?
 Why teach with Unit Starters?
 What resources are included in the Unit Starter?
 How do Unit Starters support standards-based 

instruction?
 How are concepts and understandings organized in 

the Unit Starter?
 How are concepts and understandings supported by 

the Unit Starter’s texts, tasks, and question 
sequences?

 How can I prepare to teach with the Unit Starter?

Guiding Questions for Module 1

Professional 
Learning Package

 What growth did students make as a result of 
engagement with the Unit Starters?

 What growth did I make as a teacher as a result of 
engagement with the Unit Starters?

 How can I refine my instruction moving forward?

Guiding Questions for Module 2

Module 1: 
Preparing to Teach with 

Unit Starters
Learning Session 1
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Professional 
Learning Package

Session Guiding Questions Time

1

• What is a Unit Starter?
• Why teach with Unit Starters?
• What resources are included in the Unit Starter?
• How do Unit Starters support standards-based 

instruction?

1 hour 
45 min

2
• How are concepts and understandings organized in 

the Unit Starter?
50 min

3
• How are concepts and understandings supported by 

the Unit Starter’s texts, tasks, and question 
sequences?

3 hours 
30 min

4 • How can I prepare to teach with the Unit Starter? 1 hour

Module 1 Learning Sessions 

Professional 
Learning Package

 Be fully present.

 Actively participate.

 Embrace collaboration.

 Keep students at the center.

Group Norms

Professional 
Learning Package

 Guiding questions:
– Part A (60 min)

• What is a Unit Starter? 

• Why teach with Unit Starters? 

– Part B (40 min)
• What resources are included in the Unit Starter?

• How do Unit Starters support standards-based instruction?

Learning Session 1
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Part A:
What is a Unit 

Starter?

Professional 
Learning Package

 A K-3 Literacy Unit Starter is a set of instructional 
materials that includes texts, question sequences, and 
tasks. The materials are purposefully designed for literacy 
instruction that develops knowledge of concepts related to 
grade-level content area standards.

What is a Unit Starter?

Professional 
Learning Package

 Take five minutes to explore the Unit Starter you plan to 
teach. Find the following components:
– A unit overview that describes the desired results for 

learners

– The unit content goals, which include enduring and 
disciplinary understandings

– A list of texts that support strong interactive reading and 
shared reading experiences

– The end-of-unit task

– The daily task and question sequence for the first lesson 
of the unit

What is a Unit Starter?
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Professional 
Learning Package

 What will students learn in this unit?

 How will they learn it?

What is a Unit Starter?

Professional 
Learning Package

 Unit Starters are instructional materials designed to 
support planning for English language arts instruction in 
kindergarten through third grade classrooms. 

 They include a set of appropriately complex texts for 
interactive read aloud and shared reading 
experiences, daily tasks, question sequences, and an 
end-of-unit task.

 All materials are designed to develop literacy skills and 
understandings and build knowledge of concepts related 
to grade-level science and social studies standards.

 Materials are designed for all students as part of core 
instruction.

What is a Unit Starter?

Part A: Why Teach 
with Unit Starters?
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Professional 
Learning Package

 Connecting to the content of Tennessee Academic 
Standards for English language arts and science or 
social studies

 Building students’ content knowledge through the 
study of appropriately complex texts

 Teaching conceptually by basing units and lessons 
around a connected series of concepts and 
understandings

 Implementing a unit design framework that focuses on 
texts, question sequences, daily tasks, and an end-of-unit 
task

Unit Starters support teachers in: 

Professional 
Learning Package

 Willingham, 2016: Whether or not readers understand a text 
depends far more on how much background knowledge and 
vocabulary they have relating to the topic than on how much 
they’ve practiced comprehension skills. Students need deep 
knowledge of a subject in order to think creatively or critically 
about it.

 Shanahan, 2018: Research has long shown the importance of 
knowledge in comprehension. If a reader knows much about 
a topic, his/her reading comprehension rises.

 Adams, 2018: All students need access to high-quality 
complex texts. Giving children easier texts when they're 
weaker readers denies them the very language and information 
they need to build knowledge.

Building Content Knowledge Through 
Literacy 

Professional 
Learning Package

Unit Starters build knowledge and 
vocabulary.

Research tells us that reading or listening to a series of texts focused on a 
rich concept (not a theme or topic) can yield as much as four times the 

vocabulary growth (Landauer & Dumais, 1997).

Example: Observable patterns in the Earth, sun, moon, and stars (concept) 

Non Example: Stars (topic), friendship (theme)
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Unit Starters deepen knowledge of concepts 
across the grade levels.

Kindergarten
• differences 

between plants 
and animals

• differences 
between living 
organisms and 
non-living 
materials

•First Grade
• the structure of 

plants and the 
function of the 
parts 

• the life cycle of 
plants

•Second Grade
• many animals 

use their body 
parts and senses 
in different ways 

• species have 
unique and 
diverse life 
cycles

•Third Grade
• internal and 

external 
structures that 
support survival, 
growth, 
behavior, and 
reproduction

Professional 
Learning Package

Unit Starters align with Teaching Literacy 
in Tennessee.

Unit Starters support the 
theory of action and 

instructional framework 
that are the foundation of 

Teaching Literacy in 
Tennessee. 

Professional 
Learning Package

If we provide daily opportunities for ALL students to build 
skills-based and knowledge-based competencies by…

 engaging in a high volume of reading;

 reading and listening to complex texts that are on or beyond 
grade level;

 thinking deeply about and responding to text through speaking 
and writing;

 developing the skill and craft of a writer; and

 practicing foundational skills that have been taught explicitly 
and systematically and applied through reading and writing… 

then, we will meet or exceed our goal of having 75 percent of 
Tennessee third graders reading on grade level by 2025.

Our Theory of Action
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Texts for Interactive Read 
Aloud and Shared Reading

“Engaging in a high volume of reading”

Suggested Resources for 
Small Group and 
Independent Reading

Find the text lists in the Unit 
Starter you will teach.

Professional 
Learning Package

The Big Dipper 

by Franklyn M. Branley

First Grade,

Interactive Read Aloud

and Shared Reading

“Reading and listening to complex texts 
that are on or beyond grade level”

Find an example of text 
complexity analysis in 
the Unit Starter you will 

teach.

“Thinking deeply about and responding to 
text through speaking and writing”

The Big Dipper by Franklyn M. 
Branley, First Grade

Daily Task
What is the Big Dipper? Include at 
least three facts from the text that 
help explain what the Big Dipper is.

Your writing should:
 introduce your topic;
 supply at least three facts about 

the topic;
 use vocabulary from the text; and
 provide some sense of closure. 

Find an example of a question sequence and daily task in the Unit Starter you will teach.
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“Developing the skill and craft of a writer”

End-of-Unit Task, First Grade

Part 1: 
 You are an astronomer working for U.S. Space and Rocket Center. You have been asked to create a 

student-friendly brochure that you will share with students during a school field trip that explains (1) 
observable patterns in the day and night sky, (2) the seasons that impact Earth, and (3) the phases 
of the moon. Use illustrations and descriptions to explain these observable patterns.  

 Your brochure should include:
– a front cover that illustrates and names the topic of the brochure;
– a section that illustrates and describes observable patterns from the day and night sky and 

explains why we observe those patterns;
– a section that illustrates and describes the pattern in Earth’s seasons and explains why changes 

in season occur; and
– a section that illustrates and describes phases of the moon and explains why we observe those 

patterns.
 Be sure to:

– provide some sense of closure;
– use details from the texts we have read; and 
– use vocabulary words from the word display in our unit.

Part 2:
 When you’re almost finished with your brochure, practice presenting your information to a co-worker 

(student partner) before you deliver it to the students on the field trip. Seek your co-worker’s 
feedback on your writing. 

Professional 
Learning Package

 Unit Starters provide opportunities for students to apply 
knowledge of foundational skills through reading and 
writing.

 The Unit Starters do not provide explicit lessons for 
foundational skill instruction. 

“Practicing foundational skills that have been taught explicitly 
and systematically and applied through reading and writing”

Unit Design Framework

Adapted from McTighe, J. & Seif, E. (2011), Wiggins, G. & McTighe (2013).
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Elements of the Literacy Block

Professional 
Learning Package

 Unit Starters support students in listening to, reading 
about, and thinking about a high volume of texts at a 
range of complexity levels. 

 Students engage with texts throughout the literacy 
block through various instructional strategies, including 
interactive read aloud, shared reading, and small group 
reading. 

 Students speak and write about each text and develop 
the skill and craft of a writer.

 By reading a high volume of texts on standards-based 
concepts, students build knowledge, vocabulary, and 
conceptual understanding.

Why teach with Unit Starters?

Professional 
Learning Package

 “The Unit Starters that have been implemented at Martin 
Primary School, when taught with fidelity, lend themselves 
to scores in the highest levels of the rubric on the 
Tennessee Educator Acceleration Model (TEAM). 
Observation scores of lessons from the Unit Starters have 
been consistently above expectations. The excitement 
and knowledge that the students are showing is 
absolutely amazing! Unit Starters are very rewarding to 
teachers and administrators alike!” 

— Lea Ann Crowe, Assistant Principal 

What are educators saying about Unit 
Starters?

How could teaching with Unit Starters lead to high scores 
on TEAM?
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Professional 
Learning Package

 “The Unit Starters have affected our instruction in a very 
positive way. More complex texts are being chosen. 
Teachers are taking a more facilitative role in the 
classroom. Students are thinking more deeply about texts 
they are reading and speaking and writing more about 
what they have read. Students are developing a rich 
vocabulary while also learning more about the world 
around them. Unit Starters have changed not only what 
students learn, but how teachers teach. The shift in 
mindset has been amazing.”

— Emily Perry, Instructional Coach  

What are educators saying about Unit 
Starters?

Professional 
Learning Package

 “The Unit Starters are incredible because they give 
true meaning to the phrase ‘rigorous classroom 
instruction.’ Prior to the unit, when asked if we were 
teaching to the highest level possible, we gave a 
resounding, ‘Yes!’ However, after implementing the 
unit, we realized how our previous expectations were 
not high enough and could not compare to the results 
of the unit.”

- Rachel Bearden, Rachel Cooper, & Beth Davidson, 

second grade teachers at Martin Primary School 

What are educators saying about Unit 
Starters?

 Daily Task: Write a letter to Monica 
explaining that the moon only seems 
to change, but actually goes through 
phases.

 Exemplar Response: Dear Monica, 
The moon doesn’t actually get 
smaller. It goes through phases that 
make it look smaller when it is 
waning and larger when it is waxing. 
This is because of the movement 
and positions of Earth, the sun, and 
the moon. The moon is a celestial 
body that we need, so it must stay in 
the sky. Your friend, ___.

Sample Student Work – First Grade, Daily 
Task

What content knowledge is this student 
developing? How is this student also 

showing progress toward mastery of ELA 
standards?
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Daily Task: Write a letter 
to a friend about some of 
the changes that can 
happen due to an 
earthquake. Include at 
least four ways 
earthquakes impact 
people and places. Also, 
include information about 
whether these changes 
are fast or slow. 

Sample Student Work – Second Grade, 
Daily Task

Exemplar Response: 

Dear Friend, I wanted to share some exciting 
information with you that I learned in school today. 
Did you know earthquakes are happening around the 
world all of the time, yet most of them we can barely 
feel? Here are some other important things I learned 
today. Earthquakes can cause large cities to be 
destroyed. They can cause lakes or rivers to be 
moved. They can also cause trees and houses to be 
destroyed. When the plates move under water, they 
can cause large waves such as tsunamis which 
could drown out entire villages. Earthquakes can be 
so scary! They are acts of nature that are very 
devastating and happen very quickly. I will write you 
more when I learn some new facts to share! 

Your friend, Student Name

Sample Student Work – Second Grade, 
Daily Task

What content knowledge are these 
students developing? How are these 

students also showing progress toward 
mastery of ELA standards?

Professional 
Learning Package

 Revisit the end-of-unit task for the Unit Starter you will 
teach, and read the exemplar student response.

 Think of the students in your class:
– What would it look like for different students to meet the 

expectations of the end-of-unit task?

– What would it mean for these students and their learning to 
be able to complete the end-of-unit task at the level of the 
exemplar student response?

Pause and Reflect
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Part B: 
What resources are 

included in the 
Unit Starter?

Professional 
Learning Package

Unit Starter Components

WHAT IS INCLUDED? WHAT IS NOT INCLUDED?

Resources that serve as the 
foundation for strong unit planning 
and preparation, including:
 Unit concepts
 A list of texts to support strong 

interactive read aloud and shared 
reading experiences

 A list of resources to support small 
group and independent reading 
and writing

 An end-of-unit task
 Question sequences and daily 

tasks to support approximately 
three weeks of instruction 

Instructional guidance to meet the 
diverse and unique needs of 
students: 
 Instructional guidance for small 

group and independent reading 
and writing

 Modeled, shared, and interactive 
writing lessons

 Instructional guidance and 
resources for explicit foundational 
skills instruction

Note: Reading foundational skills instruction should 
follow a year-long scope and sequence and be 
responsive to the unique needs of your students. 

Professional 
Learning Package

 Unit Starters are not:
– designed to provide comprehensive instructional materials 

for all essential components of the literacy block;

– intended to replace time spent in explicit and systematic 
foundational skills instruction; nor

– intended to replace science or social studies instruction.

Unit Starter Components
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Professional 
Learning Package

Planning with Unit Starters

KEY POINT: The Unit Starter 
provides a rich set of concepts, 

texts, and resources that are 
fundamental for unit planning, but 

are not intended to be a 
comprehensive curriculum 

resource. Instead, educators 
must thoughtfully prepare from 

the resources that are included in 
the Unit Starter by adding 
additional resources as 

appropriate to meet instructional 
goals and student needs. 

Planning with Unit Starters

 Teachers can use their 
knowledge of students and 
the various instructional 
strategies of the literacy 
block to provide additional 
lessons and resources to 
support students in 
understanding the concepts 
of the Unit Starter.

Planning with Unit Starters

Example 1: A teacher uses 
multiple sources of data to 
place students in small 
groups. She finds texts 
from the Unit Starter’s list of 
suggested resources for 
small group instruction that 
match the unique needs of 
each group. 
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Planning with Unit Starters

Example 2: A teacher plans 
supplemental modeled and 
shared writing lessons where 
students learn and practice 
skills similar to those they will 
be expected to demonstrate 
on the Unit Starter’s daily 
writing tasks, which students 
complete independently. The 
modeled and shared writing 
lessons help scaffold 
instruction and prepare 
students for independent 
writing. 

Planning with Unit Starters

Example 3: A teacher has a group of 
students who are below grade level 
and who sometimes have difficulty 
keeping up with the Unit Starter’s on-
grade-level texts. To make sure these 
students have opportunities to read 
texts that match their phase of reader 
development and that also help build 
knowledge, the teacher selects 
independent reading texts for these 
students that align to the unit’s 
concepts. 

Given what you already know about Unit Starters, 
what other strategies can you think of for 
supporting both student needs and the 

conceptual goals of the unit?

Part B: 
How do Unit Starters 

support standards-
based instruction?
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Professional 
Learning Package

 Unit Starters are designed to support rigorous and 
standards-based instruction in English language arts. 
High-quality, complex texts are selected to build students’ 
knowledge of the units’ concepts and enduring 
understandings. Based on the quantitative and 
qualitative demands of these texts, English language 
arts standards are purposefully and selectively 
chosen to support students’ comprehension. 

 Additional ELA standards for speaking and writing are 
also included in the Unit Starters to support students’ 
engagement with texts and their completion of writing 
tasks.

How do Unit Starters support the teaching 
of English language arts standards?

Professional 
Learning Package

 The Unit Starters’ daily lesson objectives are 
intentionally designed to address learning goals for both 
content knowledge and English language arts. 

How do Unit Starters support the teaching 
of English language arts standards?

Find a lesson objective in your Unit Starter. How does the lesson 
objective provide goals for both content knowledge and ELA?

Professional 
Learning Package

 While Unit Starters are intended to support ELA 
instruction, they are not an ELA curriculum. That is, Unit 
Starters do not encompass all of Tennessee’s English 
language arts standards (e.g., some speaking and 
writing standards).

 Teachers should continue to follow a year-long scope and 
sequence as part of a guaranteed and viable curriculum –
and use data to make responsive decisions based on 
students’ strengths and needs – to ensure students 
receive instruction on the full scope of grade-level 
standards. 

How do Unit Starters support the teaching 
of English language arts standards?
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Professional 
Learning Package

 Foundational literacy standards are not explicitly included in 
the Unit Starters. 

 Teachers should use their knowledge of foundational literacy 
standards, information from assessments and knowledge of 
students, and the guidance of a year-long scope and 
sequence to embed foundational literacy lessons into the 
scope of the unit. 

 We encourage teachers to use the Out of Text/In Text model 
for foundational skill instruction that combines explicit and 
systematic teaching with authentic reading and writing 
experiences. 

 The high-quality texts within the Unit Starter provide ample 
opportunities for in-text application of foundational skills.

How do Unit Starters support the teaching 
of English language arts standards?

Professional 
Learning Package

 Unit Starters are designed to build knowledge of 
concepts related to grade-level science and social 
studies standards. Unit Starters are designed around a 
conceptual hierarchy, which is a framework for unit design 
that supports conceptual understanding. Unit concepts 
and enduring understandings are developed with grade-
level science and social studies standards in mind. 

 The Unit Starters’ daily lesson objectives include goals 
for content knowledge. 

 Unit Starters are not intended to replace science or social 
studies instruction.

How do Unit Starters support the teaching 
of content area standards?

Professional 
Learning Package

How do Unit Starters support knowledge 
building around content area standards?

How do we see grade-level science standards reflected in this unit’s 
concepts and understandings?
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Professional 
Learning Package

 Find the unit concepts and enduring understandings for 
the Unit Starter you will teach.
– What connections do you see between these concepts and 

understandings and the science or social standards they’re 
inspired by?

 Find the list of aligned standards for English language 
arts.
– Which ELA standards are covered in this unit? Which are 

not?

How do Unit Starters support standards-
based instruction?

Professional 
Learning Package

 What advantages do you see in teaching with the Unit 
Starters?

 What challenges might you face?

 What questions do you have about the Unit Starters?

 What information do you need to answer your questions?

Closing Reflection

Professional 
Learning Package

 In learning session 1, we addressed these questions:

– What is a Unit Starter?

– Why teach with Unit Starters?

– What resources are included in the Unit Starter?

– How do Unit Starters support standards-based 
instruction?

 In learning session 2, we will address these questions:

– How are concepts and understandings organized in the 
Unit Starter?

Learning Session Summary
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Learning to 
Application

Professional 
Learning Package

Prior to our next learning session:

 Read the Guidance for Educators section of your Unit 
Starter (begins on p. 3). 

 Review the Unit Overview, Unit Content Goals, Unit 
Standards, and Text sections.

 Review at least one set of daily lesson resources closely.

Learning to Application

Districts and schools in Tennessee will 
exemplify excellence and equity such that all 

students are equipped with the knowledge 
and skills to successfully embark on their 

chosen path in life.

Excellence | Optimism | Judgment | Courage | Teamwork


